This paper sheds light on the eponym of the village of Kondofrej in the Upper Strymon Valley. It mainly discussed the possibility that the village was named after Manuel Kontofré, commander of the Nicaean fleet. It is also very probable that he was a Nicaean governor, who had his seat there.
population to name a village after him 8 . Secondly, the misdeeds of the crusaders on the journey through the Balkans led to an increasingly fierce opposition by the local population 9 . It is unbelievable that the memory of this person was alive long after his passing via the Balkans. All this goes to show that this view cannot be taken seriously. According to the local researcher M. Nikolov, the eponym of the village Kont d'Ofré must be sought among the participants in the Fourth Crusade. 10 Moreover, he states that after the Battle of Klokotnitsa (1230) the crusader was appointed by John Asen II (1218-1241) as a governor of the Valley of Radomir and Pernik. 11 In this way the Bulgarian tsar managed to establish his control over the region, which lived its isolated life. Kont d'Ofré and his followers established themselves in the fortress named "Gradište" (Fortress) and, in a very short distance from it, founded a village "Selišteto" (Village) . 12 After the Crusader's death the village was named Kont d'Ofré or Kondofré, (Konodofrej). 13 Such, in outline, is the story of Kont d'Ofré as it is in the eyes of M. Nikolov. But, this highly speculative view finds no confirmation in the sources. A similar point of view is expressed by A. Čoleva, who simply assumes (without giving details) in her dictionary on the local names that the village was named after "Kont de Frej", a Knight of the Fourth Crusade
14
. To the best of my knowledge, there is not a shred of evidence in the literary sources to show that an individual named Kontofré had been among the Crusaders. Had he been among them, his name would certainly have been mentioned by the chroniclers. Perhaps one can go a little further by wondering whether it is possible to link Guignez IV, Count of Forez and John of Friaize with the personality in question. But rather than exploring such hypotheses, one must signal two caveats. Firstly, it is useful to remember that Guignez IV left Marseille and come to Saint Jean d' Akr, but he died shortly afterwards. 15 Secondly, we know that 8 See the chronology of the First Crusade journey across the Balkans in H. Hagenmeyer, Chronologie de la Premiére croisade (1094-1100), Paris 1902, 49-51. Cf. also Sv. Georgiev, Pŭrvijat кrŭstonosen pochod I bŭlgarskite zemi, Bŭlgarska istoričeska biblioteka I, 2 (1928) 95-96. 9 The army left around the middle of August 1096, taking the Meščerskij (op. cit., [133] [134] [135] affirmed that the Tale was not a translated work, but he questioned the Novgorodian origins of the text and hence, by association, the authorship of Antony. He emphasised that the lexilogy of the text is not distinctly Novgorodian and resembles more the word usage of south Russia at the time. On the other hand, P. Bicili (Novgorodskie skazanija o IV om кrestovom pochode, Istoričeskie izvestija 3-4 (1916) 58) believes that the Novgorodian had heard the story of the Crusade from a German mouth, and, in all probability, transmitted to us a version of German origin. This suggestion was followed by J. Gordon (The Novgorodian Account of the Fourth Crusade, Byzantion 43 (1973) 297-305), who points out that the Tale was an apology for the German Emperor and the pope. He also thinks that the teller himself either was an eyewitness to the events or was very close to such a person or group than the scribe of the text. According to the same author, the later was of Northern Russian origin. 19 The Synodal redaction of the First Novgorod Chronicle is the oldest chronicle manuscript in Russian. It contains 170 leaves, the first 118 of which belong to the thirteenth century. 20 Novgorodskaja pervaja letopis pо Sinodal'nomu spisku, izdn. P. I. Savvaitov, St Petersburg 1875, 141. 18, 142. 18-19; Novgorodskaja pervaja letopis, 49. 71, 245. 130, 245. 129. P. Bicili, op. cit., 56-58 gives information and nuances in the names of the commanders of the Crusade with great precision.
now that we are dealing here with a corrupted title not with a personal name. In this respect one may suspect that such might have been the case with our example. Moreover, if we remove some of the syllables from "Кондофларенда", then this will lead us, roughly to the name bestowed on the village. It is tempting, therefore, to assert that the eponym of the village was Baldwin, Count of Fandres and subsequently Latin emperor. For this interpretation to be valid, it must be admitted at least that there was some kind of connection between him and the Upper Strymon region. There is not, however, any textual evidence for such a vague claim. We are quite well informed about the course of events after the fall of Constantinople. It will be remembered that during his successful campaign in the summer of 1204 Baldwin subdued Mosynopolis, Chrysopolis, Serres and Thessalonike
21
. In the words of Geoffrey, the Marshal of Champagne, "the land from Constantinople to Thessalonike was quiet and at peace, for the ways were so safe that all could come and go at their pleasure, and from the one city to the other"
22
. Therefore, we have here a strong indication that the successful Latin campaign led to the annexation of the southeastern (including the Lower Strymon valley) and the southern parts of Macedonia
23
. This leads us to consider that, at this time, the matters were different in the lands across the Roupel pass. If it is so, then we can assume that the region of the Upper and Middle Strymon was in the hands of the Bulgarians. All this goes to show that there is no evidence, in the sources, of any connection between Baldwin and the Strymon Valley across the Rupel pass. According to me the name Kontofré was rather given to the village by the native inhabitants after a certain famous personality than a title, which was misunderstood. For this reason, I think that the answer of our main question is to be sought in another direction.
It is worth to mention here that the history of the Strymon valley is still written in the medieval toponyms, which are largely preserved. Sometimes, a single toponym might be taken to serve as an almost irrefutable evidence for one or another event.
Turning to a native tale we can find an important piece of evidence that appears to have been overlooked up to the present moment. We learn from it that Theodore Laskaris owned a mansion near the present village of Čukovets, almost 2 km away from the village of Kondofrej, which was called "the palace . In sum, none of the above-cited individuals can be identified with Laskaris. This clearly poses a problem and its most obvious solution, I believe, is to assume that under "Laskaris" we should rather understand a strong indication for the deep Nicaean penetration into the region than the name of a certain person. In confirmation of this we may glance to the route of John III Vatatzes during his campaign in that part of the Balkans in the autumn of 1246. We are quite well informed that after the death of the Bulgarian tsar Koloman (1241 Koloman ( -1246 by the Bulgarian chieftain Dragotas and prominent Greek inhabitants 31 . They continued their advance and subdued in succession Skopje, Prosek and Pelagonia. It would be safer, therefore, to postulate that the route of the Nicaean army ran as follows: from Melnik, the Nicaeans moved on to the north, and marched through the Strymon valley capturing the fortresses of Chotovo and Stob
32
, after which they crossed the road from Velebužd to Philippopolis near the villages of Djakovo and Jachinovo. Thus they reached the place of the former Roman roadside station Elea (it must be sought within the tetragon outlined by the villages' Čukovets, Gŭlabnik, Dolna Dikanja and Vladimir) and the near-by village of Kondofrej. The mention of Chotovo and Stob is good ground for believing that the route taken by the Nicaeans was the important north-south artery, which had its starting point on the Danube, running south to Serdica and then following the Strymon , Žabokrŭt and the key stone bridge across the Strymon River they reached the town of Velebužd 39 (see Fig. 1 ). In other words, the successful Nicaean invasion led to the annexation of the Strymon valley. This not only allowed John III to gain the strategic initiative but opened the way to Serdica too. Its location provided a special distinction which it always maintained: the city was a major bastion for Tŭrnovo, a military outpost and base for advance in successful periods, an essential bulwark against invaders for the rest of the time 40 . The victorious Niceaen campaign left the city and its area open to attack from south. For this reason the regents of the infant Bulgarian tsar immediately held out offers for peace to John III and they asked him to 34 G. Acropolita, loc. cit.; Theod. Scutariota, loc. cit.; Ephraem, loc. cit. This region was conquered along with the above mentioned fortresses Chototvo and Stob. Jordan Ivanov, in his fundamental study of Macedonia (Severna Makedonija. Istoričeski izdirvanija, Sofia 1906, 56) , has postulated that the second part of "Provincia Triadice et Velevusdij" (mentioned in 1198 and possibly comprising the whole Upper Strymon region) was no other but exactly the plain of Küstendil and, therefore, it should be identified with "ч™ñïт | ÂелевïхуäЯïх". Such an assumption finds support in the geographical peculiarities of the terrain. Its shape is irregular ellipse, which swings in length from northwest to southeast. In the south, it is bounded by the steep slopes of the Osogovo Mountains, while in the west and north -by the gentle slopes of the Mountains of Lisets, Čudinska and Zemenska, and in the northeast -by the steep slopes of the Konjavska Mountains. On this, see K. Кrŭstev, V. Christov, Кjustendilskata kotlovina, Entsiklopedičen rečnik Kjustendil, Kjustendil 1988, 22, 351. 35 Perhaps it forms a part of the route that connected the valley of the Nišava River with the Strymon valley. More than a century, A. Boué (Recueil d'itinéraires dans la Turquie d'Europe, Vol. I, Paris 1840, 229) expresses his conviction that he saw remains of this same route near the villages Negovantsi and Žedna. that Cf. also Irečек, Pŭtuvanija, 589. 36 It is located on the south slopes of the Konjavska Mountains (to be more precise in its Vidinski djal) in the valley of the Koznička River. One can find the village as Koznitsa Kričanovska in an early copy of the so-called " First (1952) (1953) 233-234; Chr. Маtаnоv, Кn-jažestvoto na Dragaši. Кŭm istorijata na severoiztočna Makedonija v predosmanskata epocha, Sofia 1997, 53-54; 64-66. 37 It is situated at the foot of the Konjavska Mountains, on the two hands of the gully of Graštitsa. See R. Sefterski, K. Кrŭstev, Gоrna Graštitsa, Entsiklopedičen rečnik Kjustendil, 140. 38 It is located on the left bank of the Strymon River, along the gully of Graštitsa. Once there was a fortress at this place, through which a Roman road went to Serdica. On this, see R. Sefterski, K. Кrŭstev, op. cit., 195. 39 Сf. Ivanov, Severna Makedonija, 10, 280; Ž. Аladžov, U. Fŭrkov, V. Christov, Pŭtištata, Entsiklopedičen rečnik Kjustendil, 546. 40 Serdica was located at the intersection of the so-called Via Militaris route and the north-south route linking the Danube with the Aegean.
ЗРВИ LI (2014) 135-150 content himself with what he had annexed up to this point and to withdraw 41 . Yet it may be said that the village of Kondofrej was the utmost point reached by the Nicaean troops along the Strymon River. To sum up, the important thing here is the strong connection between this village and the campaign of John III.
As I have already said, I retain the assumption that a more likely candidate is Manuel Kontofré, who was a commander of the Nicаean fleet and "a man with a strong hand, with a spirit of Mars both by land and by sea" 44 When we address ourselves to George Akropolites (G. Acropolita, 59, 15) and Ephraem the Monk (Ephraem, v. 8319, 334, 8427, 338) , we discover that he was called уфñбфзã{т ф™í фñйЮñещí or уфüлбñчïт. Cf. also Ahrweiler, La région de Smyrne, 144. 45 This is confirmed by a seal, which bore an invocation of St. Theodore Stratelates with the legend "Мбíïх[л у{í ïrкÝфзí укÝð(ï)йт Êïíфï5ñÝ уевбуф{í ф[í BоЯбí". Unfortunately, one cannot specify the exact date at which it was cut off. On this seal, see G. Schlumberger 1204 -1261 , Oxford 1975 . The title sebastos ("venerable") is securely attested at the end of the 12 th century. It was usually used for more distant relatives of the reigning Emperor or simply honorary members of the imperial family. What is more, it was a common dignity that ranked 77 th in the hierarchy and was borne by the majority of the duces of the themes. According to L. Stiernon th -13 th century the theme, which included the region of Smyrna, Ephesus, and the Hermos valley, was administered by a dux from his headquarter at Philadelphia. On all this see Ahrweiler, La région de Smyrne, 137-154; C. Foss, Thrakesion, ODB, III, 2080. The title of "мÝãбт äïэо" or the grand admiral of the imperial navy remained, until 1453, one of the highest in the hierarchy. On the title, see A. Kazhdan, Megas doux, ODB, II, 1330, who points out that from 13 th century onward, the difference between megas doux and protostrator became unclear, since either general could command on sea or land. The same author adds that the individual foreigners in imperial service were sometimes honored with the title of megas doux. in 1241 by the Latins 46 . If we take into consideration the fact that during the first Nicaean campaign against Thessaloniki Manuel Kontofré was placed again at the head of the imperial fleet, it seems safe to conclude that he was rehabilitated 47 . What role he played during the Balkan campaign of John III in A. D. 1246 48 , however, we have no way of knowing because of the silence of our main source George Akropolites. Hence, there is a reason to raise the question: how then are we to link Kontofré with the village in question? It is possible, to support our choice by turning our attention in another direction. After his victorious campaign the Nicaean emperor established Nicaean garrisons in the key points to maintain order 49 . According to George Akropolites, the protection of the subject territories was entrusted to the Nicaean and the local nobles. Among them was the future emperor Michael Palaiologos who was responsible for the defence of Melnik and the region of Serres, or for the Lower and Middle Strymon region 50 . This immediately leads to the question: What happened then with the Upper Strymon? It is hard to imagine that this newly occupied region remained without solid protection. Theoretically speaking, therefore, it would be safer in the present state of our knowledge to postulate that Manuel Kontofré is also to be shared with a similar mission. Some support for this view is to be found in the above-mentioned native tale. We are not wrong if we assume that the so-called "palace of Laskaris", whose ruins are still visible, is a pointer for the importance of this place 51 . Of course, the information given in the tale poses more questions than gives answers, but I believe that there is a grain of truth in it. Moreover, if I used this legendary account, it is because our archaeological knowledge about the "palace of Laskaris" at present is still quite weak. Hence, the future archaeological excavations may or not confirm my conclusion.
In our present state of knowledge a reasonable hypothesis would link Manuel Kontofré with the present village of Kondofrej and his garrison seems to have been the most northerly one in the territory held by the Nicaeans. The village was intended to serve as a bastion for the protection of the Upper Strymon region against possible attacks from the Bulgarians. A consideration of the newly established borderline between the Nicaean Empire and Bulgaria will lead us to the same result (see Fig. 1) 
52
. It is true that we will never be able to ascertain neither the reasons, nor the circumstances under which the village obtained its name. But, in the light of the above findings it is extremely likely that Manuel was the eponym of the village of Kondofrej. In other words, it appears to have been named not after a certain hero, who died in the battlefield but after the Nicaean governor, who had his seat there.
53 This is a plausible suggestion but, of course, further written and archaeological evidence is needed to prove it. Yet for the moment, it should be regarded as possibility rather than probability.
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